Measured neurological improvements correlate with self-perceived improvements after stroke.
Important advantages of neurologic impairment scales after stroke include measurements of within-subject changes over time starting at baseline. We compared percent improvement on the National Institutes of Health stroke scale (NIHSS) to stroke outcome that seems tangible to patients and caregivers: their perceived percent improvement. We prospectively measured improvement on the NIHSS between baseline and 3 to 6 months in consecutive patients with acute stroke presenting within 48 hours after onset. Unaware of the measured result, patients and caregivers were asked to estimate their perceived overall improvement since baseline assessment at the time of enrollment. We excluded patients with baseline NIHSS <3, clear improvement before screening, coma, brain herniation, or intraventricular hemorrhage. Of 40 enrolled patients, 9 died, 5 could not return for reevaluation, and the remaining 26 were reevaluated and analyzed. Median time from stroke onset to enrollment was 19.5 hours (range 2-45) and the median baseline NIHSS score was 8 (range 3-31). The measured improvements on the NIHSS ranged between 12.5% and 100% and correlated moderately (Spearman rank coefficient 0.54) and significantly (P = .005) with the patient- and caregiver-perceived percent improvement. Percent improvement on the NIHSS after stroke correlates moderately and significantly with patient and caregiver perceived overall improvement and appears to be a useful addition to the current functional outcome measures.